FROM THE HISTORICAL TO THE EXPERIENTIAL
During the last decades of the twentieth century, there was a notable shift in focus within biblical studies to an almost exclusively historical investigation of biblical texts. This approach became so established that key figures like Räisänen (1990) argued that the task of biblical scholars is limited to historical observations about the text and about early Christianity as a movement.
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The role of historical research has, however, been reconsidered in recent times. In a publication by the Old Testament scholar, Perdue, with the telling title,
The collapse of history (1994) , Brueggemann, the editor of the series in which it 1 This article was read as the first, introductory part of a paper presented on invitation to the Annual Meeting of the New Testament Society of South Africa in April 2003. For related work, see De Villiers (2002 ), (2002a . 2 For examples of the debate about the place of theology in New Testament Studies as a discipline, see the interesting work of Balla (1997:6-12) .
appeared (Overtures to Biblical Theology) , noted in his foreword how historical scholarship reacted against "a theological propensity in interpretation dominated for an extended period by Karl Barth." It thus moved away from "any normative notion of theology in Bible study and has returned to a greater interest in the history of Israelite religion," producing historical work characterized by historical categories "that valued objectivity, positivism, and scientific precision about the text" (Perdue 1994:viii) . Moving away from the study of faciticity, biblical research began pursuing other literary, social and anthropological approaches.
More critical and controversial in its evaluation of some historical approaches, is the book by Watson (1994) , once again with an informative title,
Text, church and world: Biblical interpretation in theological perspective. He also refers to the commitment of biblical scholarship to secularity and to a body of rules for biblical interpretation that excludes or questions faith as a subjective, private orientation from research. Of special importance is to note that it is not the historical approach that is under criticism here, but the exclusive way in which it often has been used and applied. Watson rather shares the apprehension of Brueggemann about the consequences of this particular canon of historical interpretation in biblical studies. Whilst Brueggemann points out to other possible readings of biblical texts, Watson specifically points out "that the historical-critical paradigm seems to condition its practitioners to believe that the biblical texts are unable to bear very much theological weight" (Watson 1994:12-13 ).
Brueggemann and Watson thus both insist that the historical interpretation of biblical texts is only one of several possible interpretative approaches.
One of the consequences of this strong focus on historical studies was the almost complete disappearance of the genre of theologies of the bible during the latter part of the second half of the twentieth century. 3 Earlier on, major New Testament theologies were written by Büchsel (1935) , Stauffer (1941) , and especially in the second half by Bultmann (1952) , Cullmann (1965) , Ridderbos (1969, on Paul) , Conzelmann (1969) , Jeremias (1971) , Kümmel (1972) and Goppelt (1975) . It was only after almost two decades in the nineties that new 3 For more discussion about the disappearance of this genre, see Brett (1991:1-2) .
publications on this field reappeared with, for example, the theologies of Hübner (1990), Gnilka (1994) , Stuhlmacher (1997) (1998:242) remarks that "(t)he relationship between biblical studies and theological thinking has, for some time now, not been good. Biblical scholars often find theology to be non-scientific speculation, while theologians often understand biblical exegetes to be more historians without any deeper concern for the larger semantic-theological dimension of the biblical texts" (secondary italics). The false dichotomy between objective facts and the non-historical is being questioned in the new trend with its focus on the implications of language for understanding texts. New Historicism, for example, is a literary movement that argues that the linguistic nature of biblical texts requires that they be read theologically or ideologically (cf. further under 4 below). The investigation of semantics (implying, for that matter, theology, but also requiring pragmatics) is not merely an add-on to or follow-up of a neutral historical study, dependent on facts provided by an objective investigation, but rather an essential part of any study of texts. A text cannot be understood, even historically, without taking into consideration linguistics and its cultural setting. 8 That is why, for example, New
Historicism claims for itself also the designation Cultural Poetics, thereby 7 Similarly, in another New Historicist context, Jeanrond (1998:245) wrote that theology is, in the first instance, an intellectual exercise that is provoked by "aspects of the communicative potential of the biblical texts themselves which are disclosed in the act of reading."
indicating that a text is firmly part of a particular societal setting that is characterized by textual and cultural complexities.
Before this is discussed in more depth, it must be pointed out that there are many other reasons for this reappraisal of historical work. Of concern was that the historical approach, firstly, monopolized the discipline and that it tended to become the exclusive paradigm of research on the New Testament, reducing the biblical text to a text providing historical information. Existing historical readings then, secondly, also failed to spell out how irreducibly deficient and fragmentary the Bible is for the purposes of historical reconstruction. That was why historical reconstructions by modern scholars were often not necessarily less idealistic in nature than those theological distortions that they wanted to replace, or why they resulted in little more than theological abstractions (Johnson 1986:10 These approaches should serve the interpretation of texts, rather than develop into exclusive canons or models of interpretation. It is increasingly argued that a responsible model of interpretation normally allows for many methods that would promote the understanding of its object of interpretation. Such a model also should be truly comprehensive and dynamic 9 in terms of its methods, its object of research as well as its research context (Johnson 1986:8-11) . Once this is said, it implies an ongoing theoretical self-critical approach of and within the discipline.
9 The dynamic character is illustrated in the criticism of a positivist approach with its illusionary focus on objectivity and facticity and of an idealist approach that reconstructed history in a Hegelian manner as the development of seminal ideas (e g Frei 1974:173-81).
Historiography, for example, specifically requires theoretical self-consciousness and reflection on the notion of history.
The 
REVELATION FROM A HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVE
The cursory and general remarks in the above introduction are best illustrated by a discussion of research on Revelation.
Earlier historical work
Revelation has been subjected to rigid historical work at an early stage in the history of scholarship in what was to become known as the zeitgeschichtlich 10 Theissen (1997:1) lists some problems. Psychological exegesis, or the analysis of experience, reads the impossible into the text, imposes modern categories of psychological and experiential analysis on ancient texts, compromises the central place of the text in favour of non-textual issues or interests behind the text, and, finally, "relativizes the text's theological claim through appeal to factors that are all too human." approach to the book. The works of Ramsay (1906) in the early part of the twentieth century and of Hemer (1989) towards the end of the century, both widely read and quoted, are examples par excellence of the quest for historical realities behind the book. Such research investigated the book in the first instance and almost exclusively in terms of its late first century setting.
This historical reading of Revelation reacted against well known a-historical claims of fanatical groups on the fringe of society that sought to identify symbols in the book in an arbitrary manner with personalities and events from very diverse periods. The history of revival movements in the nineteenth century with their destructive social consequences cried out for such deconstructive work to be done (De Villiers 1987:4-11) . The spate of commentaries (e g, Bousset 1906; Swete 1906; Charles 1913; Lohmeyer 1934 ) that appeared at the beginning of the twentieth century, should be understood against this background. Their zeitgeschichtlich approach had a deep seated polemical character, representing a much-needed correction of the arbitrary nature of speculative and fanatical readings.
Cracks in the facade
Cracks gradually appeared in the façade of this approach, especially because it did not establish any consensus in the understanding the book of Revelation.
Historical observations were often restricted in value, or, in some cases, tended to become as arbitrary as the speculative readings they replaced. The work of Ramsay on the physical realities behind the seven churches, for example, was quoted endlessly in later works without really contributing to a meaningful exegesis of the text as a whole. More importantly, serious academic questions were raised about his historical claims. Aune (1997:131) , summarizing recent work on the context of the book, remarked that Ramsay's proposal about the seven churches as part of a postal route, "have turned out to be based on a minimum of archeological fact combined with a healthy dose of conjecture." 12 One of the best known exceptions was the dating of the book by Robinson (1976:221-53) in the late sixties of the first century.
13 Schüssler-Fiorenza (1986:124-5 ) noted the contradicting interpretations of the 144,000 in Revelation 14. Because of these contradictions, as well as the many other arbitrary readings, "many exegetes and Christians throughout the centuries have relinquished an understanding of the book in despair …"
THE DISTANCE BETWEEN A TEXT AND HISTORICAL

REALITIES
The reconsideration of the method should begin by elucidating the notions of history and of text with which scholars operate.
A first distance: History as creation
Historical research by Ramsay and Hemer reflects a naïve historical reading of texts, assuming that they are a window through which one views "real," objective historical events. Increasingly, though, the distance between historical events and reports about them is being spelled out. Historiography represents a first step away from real events or historical realities. "History" is the product of intelligent and creative selection and combination of events. Johnson (1996:81-2) wrote about this, observing succinctly that the term history could not "be used simply for 'the past' or 'what happened in the past.' History is, rather, the product of human intelligence and imagination." In other words, textual characteristics rather than historical realities may explain certain motifs in a book, creating distance between text and historical realities.
A fourth distance
The above remarks should not create the impression that the experience and recording of history is completely subjective. In writing history an author is part of a communal setting which determines and directs his text. Historical experiences John takes them over from these communal prophetic traditions in which they already had an a-historical character to express in a new, more intense way, opposition to God. Evil, the destroyer "mountain" in the time of Israel will be sevenfold more evil in the end, thus the seven hills (Lohmeyer 1953:277 
A fifth distance
The process is still not as simple as placing authors and texts within their sociocultural and linguistic structures. More must be said about a still larger distance between historical realities and texts that also illustrates the role of experience in interpreting Revelation. Thompson (1986:163-4) The notion of experience is again strongly underscored by this insight. A text serves to resolve tensions between faith as expressed in a particular symbolic world and social experience (Thompson 1986:166; cf Johnson 1986a:14-18) . John delineates a comprehensive symbolic structure that embraces the whole of Christian existence including social, political exchanges in everyday life. Those who accept this symbolic universe will find it a coherent offer, integrating human experience and making Christian existence whole. His symbolic world is a "grid or an overlay that orders all experience" (Thompson 1986:166) . Now, conflict arises for John, not between elements of Christian existence, but between his comprehensive and coherent world and the comprehensive, coherent universe embodied in the Roman Empire …. Tribulation as a hyperbolic theme in John's literary world functions not as a reflection on tensions between faith and sociopolitical realities but as an expression of the conflict which he perceived between the two 'worlds.' Their opposition is expressed mythically in John's symbolics by homologizing Rome with evil, demonic forces to the faithful followers of God.
(Thompson 1986:166; secondary italics).
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Revelation is not a response to religious and social institutional persecution. Every facet of the text needs to be integrated in this religious experience.
The researcher needs to ask the fundamental question about the experience that is reflected in the text and the experience that a text seeks to effect. One cannot 15 I prefer to approach Revelation in a less simplistic manner. The book does not reflect an alternative symbolic world only. In addition to John's offer, there are at least a symbolic world of his Christian opponents and of his Jewish opponents on offer.
move from particular textual motifs or symbols directly to historical realities outside the text. The text is a carefully designed product reflecting a comprehensive and coherent religious experience of an individual within his religious community and setting and that need to be taken seriously before historical observations can be made. Experience has established itself as a formative factor in and logical extension of historical analysis.
RHETORICAL CRITICISM AND EXPERIENCE
The notion of experience is, as was noted earlier, a controversial one. It is regarded with suspicion in biblical studies, since it suggests a speculative interpretive act, moving beyond the certainty of the text and the "historical facts."
Its importance is clear, though, from yet another perspective. It has become a focus of scholarship in an indirect manner with the extensive research on the rhetorical approach to New Testament texts generally and to Revelation in particular. Rhetorical readings of biblical texts represent one of the most significant developments of recent years. They deserve closer attention here because they also illustrate the seminal role of experience in texts.
Experience on a first level
The rhetorical approach argues that a text is fundamentally integrated in an act of persuasion so that the interpreter is challenged to determine what kind of effect the author of a text aimed to produce in his or her addressees. Not merely what the author wanted to say or his theological insights are investigated (Thurén 2000:50) , but also strategic and tactical devices that are used to influence the audience. What is being said is not only linked with why it is said, but is decisively determined by it. ( Schüssler-Fiorenza 1986:124) This approach assumes, first of all, experience in the text and its world. The audience who is being addressed experiences alienation. The author also had a religious exposure and experience on which he bases a symbolic world that is worked out in the book and that functions to influence and change the behaviour of the audience.
This approach has far-reaching consequences for historical readings of the text, as is so clear from Schüssler-Fiorenza's (1986:124-5) The text determines its interpretation.
It is at this point that experience is once again of decisive importance for the interpretation of the text. A proper interpretation requires an assessment of the rhetorical dynamics of symbols in a "proportional" reading by elucidating their particular interrelations and the author's persuasive goals. In her interpretation of Revelation, the author uses his text to overcome his readers' experience of alienation after their conversion. At the same time, though, he wants to alienate them from their pagan context with its mysteries and emperor cult. The structure of the book is designed in such a way that the readers experience a cathartic effect, removing the destructive effects of their situation and helping them to control their fear (Schüssler-Fiorenza 1986:141) . Through a literary analysis we can delineate the religious experience that is so foundational in the book and that determines its meaning so extensively.
Experience on a second level
There is more to the notion of experience than this first level. Experience must be broadened to include contemporary readers' reading of the text. In an incisive way Schüssler-Fiorenza (1986:142) there is a rhetorical fit between these two experiences. It is only then that an adequate interpretation of the text will be possible.
CONCLUSION
The above comments illustrate the limitations of some existing forms of historical work on the Book of Revelation, and, for that matter, on New Testament Studies in general. A historical reading will recognize the gaps between text and historical realities, but also take cognizance of a wide range of other factors that are part of the history of a text and that determine its interpretation. Such factors include not only social and literary matters, but also and especially experiential aspects.
Biblical texts are, ultimately, expression and occurrence of human experience and behavior (Theissen 1997:1) . At the same time they are also experiential acts when, for example, they exhort, reflect, pray, worship, sing, reinterpret or even evaluate. In the latter sense they include human experiences of the divine, for
18 Although the notion of "African" is wide open, I am here thinking of the major socio-cultural and political issues that determine lives of Africans on the continent so uniquely and extensively. which reason they are then known as religious texts. To exclude these factors from the act of interpretation only obfuscates the process of communication.
This development has little to do with arbitrary individual feelings. The experience under discussion here is something different, relating to the illocutionary force of language, or, the pragmatics of a text. In this sense it relates to those emotions, feelings and experiences in the text and its interpreters that can be discerned and determined by a careful, scientific study of language and literature.
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